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KEY ECONOMIC INDICATORS: GABON 





1969 1970 1971 

Gross Domestic Product (est) 82.5 90.3 

(billions CFA Francs) 

Gabonese Production: 

Okoume (thousand tons) 928 924 1,000 (est) 

Manganese (thousand tons) 1,363 1,453 1,800 (est) 

Crude Oil (thousand tons) 5,027 5,423 5,800 (est) 

Uranium (tons) 1,388 1,077 (lst 4 mos dbl 

last year) 

Cocoa (tons) 4,751 4,336 5,300 

Plywood (thousand cubic meter) 75 72 

Gold (kilos) 445 501 

Natural Gas (thousand cubic meter) 21,426 21,601 

Petroleum Refinery (thousand tons) 725 840 

Foreign Trade (millions CFA Francs): 

Import 20,190 22,232 

Export 36,719 33,662 

Balance 16,529 11,430 

U.S. Trade: 

Export to U.S. 4,015 3,501 
Import from U.S. 2,161 2,496 
Trade Balance + 1,854 + 1,005 

Direction Foreign Trade (% total value outside UDEAC) 

Exports: 

France 35.3% 38.9% 
Other EEC 15.6% 12.9% 
U.S. 10.9% 10.4% 

Imports: 

France 58.3% 56.7% 
Other EEC 17.0% 17.1% 
U.S. 10.7% 11.2% 

Gabonese Budget Expenditure (million CFA): 1971 1972 
Operation 16,600 19,200 
Development 7,900 11,800 

24,500 31,000 


Main exports to U.S. (1970): Manganese Ore, Lumber. 


Main imports from U.S. (1970): Machinery and parts, Heavy Vehicles, 
Iron Steel Products. 





SUMMARY 
The Gabonese economy is on the verge of a boom. 


Gabon's basic financial position is sound. It has a favorable 
trade balance and rapidly rising export earnings, one of the highest 
GDPs per capita in Africa, a strong reliable economic base of forest 
wealth, a large and expanding mining sector, a developing infra- 
structure, an operating budget surplus and a controlled foreign debt. 


President Bongo places economic development over politics and 
is committed to economic liberalism to further Gabonese development. 
Gabon encourages foreign investment and commercial activity by a 
liberal investment code and by attempts to expand economic and com- 
mercial horizons beyond traditional limits. Labor-management relations 
are peaceful. Gabon's political and economic stability provide a 
stable environment for investment, commercial activity and growth. 


Into this highly favorable situation will come a multinational 
investment of over 140 million dollars over the next four years for 
construction of a railroad into the interior. The railroad is 
important not only because of the direct impact of the massive invest- 
ment and establishment of access to mineral resources, but also because 
it will enable increased exploitation of lumber and agricultural 
resources. The railroad is not the only high priority project coming 
up. Gabon's Five-Year Development Plan (1971-1975) envisages an 
investment of over 570 million dollars in the increased exploitation 
of Gabon's natural resources, the development of the nation's infra- 
structure, and the establishment of indigenous industries. American 
businessmen who can adapt to these Gabonese priorities will find 
numerous opportunities to participate with the Gabonese in the 
development of their country and to share in the coming boom. 








CURRENT ECONOMIC SITUATION AND TRENDS 





During the four-year period 1967-70 Gabon's gross domestic 
product (GDP) is estimated to have increased at an average annual 
rate of 12.7 per cent reaching an estimated CFA 90.3 billion in 
1970. Per capita GDP reached $647 in CY 1970, one of the highest 
in Africa. In 1970 mining, industry and construction accounted for 
37% of the GDP. 


Mining: Since 1965 the mining sector has become the leading 
sector of the economy, accounting for 27% of the GDP in 1970. The 
value of mineral production has been increasing constantly, reaching 
CFA 26.3 billion in 1970. At present, crude petroleum, manganese 
and uranium are extracted and some gold deposits are exploited on a 
small scale. Iron ore, lead, zinc, copper, diamonds and phosphate 


deposits have been discovered, but their exploitation has not yet 
been started. 


Crude petroleum production is increasingly important, with 
roughly 15% of the production being refined at the UDEAC refinery 
at Port Gentil (capacity 840,000 tons). The most important oil fields 
are located off the southern coast. The Government and the petroleum 
companies in Gabon signed new tax conventions in 1971 which are ex- 
pected to raise the Government's share of gross profits 19% to about 
35%. In 1970 crude petroleum production increased by 8%, reaching 
5.4 million tons valued at CFA 17.1 billion. Production in 1971 is 
expected to be 5,800,000 tons. New discoveries suggest production 
will continue to increase in the future. 


Gabon is one of the leading producers and exporters of manganese 
in the world, providing 21% of the manganese used by western industry. 
In 1970 the production of manganese continued to increase for the 
third consecutive year, reaching 1.4 million tons, all exported. In 
1971 production is expected to be 1,800,000 and production schedules 
call for 2,000,000 tons in 1972 and 2,300,000 tons in 1973. 


Uranium ore is extracted near Franceville and ore is processed 
into a concentrate at a plant near the mine and shipped to France. 
Production of uranium concentrate, after increasing slightly in 1969, 


declined in 1970 to 1,077 metric tons, primarily because of the weak 
international market. 


Iron ore reserves at Mekambo in the interior are estimated at 
between 700 million to 1 billion tons of 65% ore. Their exploita- 
tion awaits the completion of the Transgabonese railroad. 


Forestry: Forests cover about 23 million hectares, or 85% of 
the country's area. Although at present only 6% of the forest area 
is being exploited, forest products account for 7.3% of the GDP and 
more than one-third of total export receipts in 1970. Gabon is the 
world's largest producer of okoume, a wood used for the production of 
veneer and plywood. In 1970 the output of okoume was 924,000 metric 
tons, a level roughly that of 1969. Production in 1971 of okoume is 
proceeding at a rate of 10% over 1970 and total production is expected 
to reach more than a million tons. 


Agriculture: The agricultural sector employs about 60% of the 
active population and accounted for 8% of the GDP in 1970. Total 
cultivated area, estimated at between 120,000 and 150,000 hectares, 
represents less than 1% of the total area of the country. Large food 
imports are necessary to meet the requirements of urban areas. The 
main export crop is cocoa. Cocoa production declined in 1970 due to 
the abandonment of some marginal land and the non-harvesting of lower- 
quality cocoa in an effort to improve average quality. Gabon's 1971 


production is estimated at 5,300 tons, an increase of 1,500 tons over 
1970. 


Manufacturing and Infrastructure: Manufacturing in Gabon is still 
relatively limited, though being developed, and in 1970 accounted for 
6% of the GDP. A large part of manufacturing activity consists of 
timber sawing and its processing into plywood and veneer. Construc- 
tion activity continues to increase considerably, especially in 
Libreville and industrial Port Gentil. 


The port of Owendo is estimated to be completed in late 1973. 
The port, located 15 kilometers from Libreville, will’ provide docking 
facilities for vessels with ten meter drafts. Hydroelectric energy 
is also expanding rapidly. The construction of a hydroelectric power 
plant at Kinguele, near Libreville, is underway to serve Libreville's 
increasing requirements which are now 100 million kilowatt hours and 
are increasing 20% per year. The installation will have three sectors, 
at a total cost of roughly CFA 6 billion. The first two sectors will 
be completed in 1972 and are expected to produce 19,200 additional 
kilowatt hours. 








Gabon is a classic example of how general aviation assists the 
development of countries possessing natural resources and tourist 
potential. The Libreville airport consistently ranks first in West 
Africa in the number of takeoffs and landings, including close to 
fifty international flights, and Gabon's second airport, at Port 
Gentil, consistently ranks third, just behind Dakar. Gabon has over 
a hundred airfields and roughly a hundred general aviation aircraft 
which are in constant use. 


Plans: Gabon's second Five-Year Development Plan (1970-1975) 
focusses on two general considerations: 1) the plan pursues the 
political, administrative, economic and social integration of the 
country by a policy of regional development which avoids concentrat- 
ing productive investments solely in the cities of Libreville and 
Port Gentil; 2) the plan adopts a resolutely liberal economy oriented 
toward the exterior in which public projects will be selected so that 
foreign financing will be in line with the Government's capacity to 
meet the financial charges and recurrent expenditures associated with 
foreign loans and credits. The target for total capital investment 
over the five-year period is 150.0 billion francs CFA, of which 92.0 
billion is intended for production and 58.0 billion for the develop- 
ment of the country's infrastructure. 


Government Finance: In the 1968-70 period, the operating budget 
continued to show considerable and increasing surpluses as government 
revenues rose much faster than ordinary budget expenditures. However, 
when Government development expenditures are taken into account, the 
overall deficits grew from roughly CFA 0.7 billion annually in 1968 
and 1969 to CFA 1.4 billion in 1970. In 1970 net domestic and net 
foreign borrowing supplied 45% and 41% respectively of the financing 
of CFA 1.4 billion deficit, with the remainder being covered by move- 
ments in treasury deposits. 


The 1971 Budget: Central Government receipts are estimated at 
CFA 20.9 billion and ordinary expenditures are budgeted at CFA 16.7 
billion, which would result in an ordinary budget surplus of about 
CFA 4.2 billion. Development expenditures are budgeted at CFA 7.9 
billion, which would result in an ordinary budget deficit of about 
CFA 3.7 billion, to be financed by loans. In April 1971 Gabon obtained 
a five-year loan in the Eurodollar market from a consortium of banks, 
amounting to CFA 2.8 billion. The financing pattern originally fore- 
seen was altered by the additional receipt of CFA 0.8 billion accruing 
to the Government as a result of the new petroleum convention. 


The 1972 Budget: The 1972 budget is balanced at 31 billion CFA 
francs, an increase of 6.5 billion over 1971. The increase in the 
budget is expected to be financed almost completely by anticipated 
increases in ordinary expenses. The Gabonese budget has now doubled 
in the past five years. Operating expenses are projected at 19.2 
billion, an increase of 15.6%. Investment expenses are projected at 
11.8 billion, an increase of 40%. More than half of the development 
budget, 6.3 billion, will go for infrastructure and industrial 
development. About 75% of these investment expenses will be covered 
by the countries own resources. 


Public Debt: The total public debt amounted to CFA 10.7 billion 
at the end of 1969 and increased in 1970 to CFA 23.1 billion. The 
outstanding domestic debt accounted for about 27% of the total public 
debt at the end of 1970. About two-thirds of the outstanding balance 
on the internal debt at the end of 1970 resulted from the frequent 
use in recent years of a short-and medium-term domestic suppliers 
credits for the financing of infrastructure investments. The debt 
service during 1972 is scheduled to increase, mainly as a result of 
increasing amortization of the foreign debt. 


Prices: During the four-year period ended 1970, the low-income 
index showed an average annual rise of 3.1% while the high-income 
index registered an average annual increase of 3.6%. In 1970 the low 
income showed an increase of 4.6% and the high-income index of 3.6%. 
Wholesale prices increased by 12.5% in 1970, reflecting a sharp increase 
in the price of manufactured products resulting from the combined 
effect of the depreciation of the CFA franc, general price increases 
in industrial countries, and increases in import duties. Following 
the depreciation in 1969, the Government introduced additional price 
control measures. However, prices of essential commodities increased 
substantially during 1970, and even more during the first six months 
of 1971. 


Foreign Trade and Payments: Foreign trade plays a predominant 
role in Gabon's economy, with recorded exports and imports accounting 
on the average for 43% and 24% respectively of the GDP. In 1970 
petroleum exports accounted for 36%, timber products for 36%, and 
manganese and uranium for 24% of the total export value. The value 
of recorded imports rose by about 40% in the period 1968-70. This 
expansion in imports was due mainly to a rapid growth of domestic demand 
induced by an expansion in domestic credit and completion of the first 
five-year plan during 1969-70. 








The overall balance of payments position moved from a deficit 
of $4.7 million in 1968 to a surplus of $3.9 million in 1969 and to 
near balance in 1970. In 1970 the substantial increase in the trade 
surplus and sizeable inflows of official long-term capital were off- 
set by deficits on account of services, private unrequited transfers 
and amortizations payments. For 1971 an improvement in the overall 
balance of payments performance is anticipated. Although imports 
are expected to increase, it is anticipated that export earnings will 
rise even faster, mainly on account of the increase in petroleum 
revenues. 


During the 1968-70 period, exports to EEC member countries 
increased by about 30%, with the relative importance of this area in 
the total export value rising from 49% to 52% in 1970. Although 
exports to the United States rose during the period, mainly as a 
result of increased exports of manganese, its share in total exports 
declined from over 12% in 1968 to less than 11% in 1970. On the 
import side, France was Gabon's most important trade partner, account- 
ing for close to 57% of total imports during the period 1968-70. 
Between 1968-70 the United States increased its relative share of 
total imports from 9% to 11%. 


All imports from countries in the French franc area and from 
members of the countries of the EEC other than France may be made 
freely. All imports from non-EEC countries outside the French franc 
area are subject to licensing in accord with an annual import program. 
A global quota is established for imports from all non-EEC countries 
outside the French franc area and may be used to import goods origina- 
ting in any of these countries. In 1970 about 86% of the global 
quotas was used during the first eleven months. The 1971 program 
provided for imports from non-EEC countries outside the French franc 
area of CFA 5 billion, an increase of 12% over the previous year's 
program. A measure of flexibility is provided in the annual import 
program through a reserve allocation which may be used for imports 
over and above the global quotas. 


IMPLICATIONS FOR THE UNITED STATES 
GENERAL: 


The Gabonese economy is on the verge of a boom. Gabon's basic 
financial position is sound. Its natural resources have barely been 


scratched. President Bongo has placed the economic development of 
Gabon over politics and is committed to economic liberalism as the 
best way to further Gabonese development. As a result, Gabon en- 
courages foreign economic investment and commercial activity in 
Gabon by a liberal investment code and by attempts to expand economic 
and commercial horizons beyond traditional limits. Labor-management 
relations are peaceful. Gabon's political and economic stability 
provide a stable environment for investment and growth. 


RAILROAD: 


Into this highly favorable situation will come a multinational 
investment of over 140 million dollars over the next four years for 
the construction of the first leg of the Transgabonese railroad from 
the port of Owendo near Libreville to Booue in the interior. Follow- 
ing the construction of that leg will come another leg, costing about 
the same, from Booue to Belinga, where close to a billion tons of 65% 
iron ore awaits exploitation. 


The railroad is important not only because of the direct impact 
of the massive investment and the establishment of access to the iron 
ore, but also because it will open up an estimated three million 
hectares of new forest land and provide cheaper transport costs for 
lumber. It will permit prospecting for minerals in hitherto little- 
explored areas where there are solid traces of copper, zinc, and 
other minerals. It will boost agricultural production by providing 
access to potentially rich agricultural regions and by lowering the 
costs of transporting production. It will spark accompanying infra- 
structure and industrial developments. 


GABON'S PLAN: 


The railroad is not the only high priority project which is 
coming up. Gabon's Five Year Development Plan (1971-1975) sets an 
ambitious program for the next five years. The ability of American 
businessmen to operate in the Gabonese market will depend largely 
on their adaptation to these Gabonese priorities, which provide 
numerous opportunities for American businesses to participate in 
Gabonese development. The basic Gabonese aims are to continue to 
exploit Gabon's natural resources, to develop the country's infra- 
structure, and to establish indigenous industries which will treat 
Gabon's raw materials and will produce substitutes for imports. The 
key areas are: 








Forestry: Gabon regards its forests as the most steady and 
reliable of its resources, and Gabon's forest wealth will remain 
fundamental in the Gabonese economy. The first leg of the railroad, 
which will be completed at the end of the five years, will open up 
three million hectares of forest land to exploitation for the first 
time. The railroad will also enable the Gabonese for the first time 
to exploit heavy woods, previously not commercially exploitable for 
lack of transport. The Five-Year plan calls for the establishment 
of industries in Gabon which can use Gabonese wood, specifically the 
expansion of the plywood factory at Port Gentil, creation of a tie 
factory for railroad construction, plus construction of saw mills 
and wood peeling factories. Perhaps the biggest single project is a 
cellulose factory, which will require 27.8 billion CFA of investments, 
has already been granted 200,000 hectares of forestry land, and is 
envisaged as ultimately producing 250,000 tons of pulp per year. 


Minerals: Gabon is the second largest producer of oil south of 
the Sahara and its production has increased steadily every year. 
Production should reach close to 7 million tons in 1973. Permits 
are periodically released and become available for bidding. Manganese 
reserves of a very high quality are estimated at 200 million tons and 
production is limited only by the capacity of the cableway and railway 
between Moanda and the Congolese port of Pointe Noire. Existing 
uranium reserves will last till the end of the century at current 
production rates and new deposits are being discovered. Mining 
inventory programs are underway to test the traces of copper, lead, 
zinc and other minerals. 


Industry: Gabon is focussing upon creating industries which 
will treat its raw materials or which will produce items Gabon now 
has to import. In addition to those industries connected with the 
forestry sector, specifically envisaged are an expansion of the oil 
refinery at Port Gentil and of a marble works, and creation of a 
cement factory, fish freezing facilities, a cable factory, a nail 
factory, a pastics factory, a sugar refinery, and a fertilizer 
factory. 


Infrastructure: In addition to railroad construction, an 
extremely ambitious program of road construction is planned. The 
port of Owendo should be completed in 1973 and it will spark the 
development of a fishing port, petroleum depot, timber staging depot, 
dock yards, and an industrial zone. Owendo is centrally located to 
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fish the tuna resources of the Gulf of Guinea. Additional supplies 
of good quality fish are needed on the local market, and Japanese 
experimental shrimping since 1968 indicates there are substantial 
shrimp and lobster resources off Gabon's coast. A cold storage 
complex, with 150-ton storage facilities, ice plant and freezing 
tunnel is planned at Owendo to support the expanding fishing 
industry. 


New international airports are planned for Libreville and 
Franceville and creation of additional airfields in the interior 
are part of a constant expansion and improvement of Gabon's aerial 
infrastructure which offers US suppliers an outstanding market 
opportunity. An elaborate program of electrification is underway, 
with construction of a hydroelectric power plant already begun at 
the Kinguele Dam complex. Other electric sites are planned through- 
out the interior, plus an elaborate program of hospital and school 
construction. 


The Government is committed to an ambitious program of tourist 
development focussed around Libreville's beaches, hunting, and a 
game preserve in the interior. An Intercontinental Hotel will open 
in Libreville in 1972 and will double Libreville's tourist capacity. 
Construction on yet another large luxury hotel is expected to begin 
in 1972, and increased tourist facilities in the interior are planned. 


U. S. OPPORTUNITIES: 


The foregoing are the areas on which Gabon is concentrating. 
These are the areas in which US firms will find the most opportunities. 
The most promising areas are heavy equipment for construction, road 
building, transport, engineering, mechanical and electrical work, 
telecommunications, railroad, lumbering, mining, and power generating, 
transforming and transmission. Other opportunities exist in the 
aviation, fishing and tourist fields. The impact of modernization, 
however, will open up markets for a multitude of associated equipment 
and consumer goods. 


Although Gabon's market is traditionally tied to Europe, its drive 
for diversification and the direct impact of Gabonese development 
projects upon the economy of the country, plus their stimulation of 
further growth, mean that there are many opportunities for those 
American companies who can fit into Gabonese objectives and who can 


make the effort to establish themselves locally. Working through the 








home offices of major French trading firms or local French firms to 
obtain local representation has proved successful for many American 
businesses. Most successful American ventures in the Gabonese 
market have resulted from the personal visits of representatives 
who are equipped to operate in French and who come prepared to 


spend some time in establishing local contacts and investigating 
local conditions. 


* U.S. GOVERNMENT PRINTING OFFICE: 1972—481-588/76 , 





